and to write a report for MSOR Connections. Due to constraints of length, I have not been able to provide a full report on the conference here but this is available from the sigma website (via http://www.sigma-cetl.ac.uk/index.php?section=12). Instead, I highlight a number of models and ways of working which I believe are useful for understanding current and future uses of technology in UK Higher Education (HE).
Report on JISC Next Generation Environments Conference -Peter Samuels
He stated that, compared with 10 years ago, we now have better research into e-learning, cheaper and smarter technology, and smarter students (e.g. a recent study suggested that over half US teenagers have created their own online media content [3] ). However, most e-learning packages do not facilitate learning and there is a lack of take-up of e-learning with staff who perceive it as only virtual learning environments (VLEs).
He gave a very useful distinction between three different social uses of technology -see Box 1.
He observed that students are learning to cope with increasingly sophisticated story-lines, e.g. in films and soap operas, and that the use of new technologies is changing classroom group dynamics: they are no longer dominated by the tutor's vertical relationship with the students but a new dynamic with one or more strong social networking subgroups within a class is emerging -see full article at http://www.sigma-cetl.ac.uk/index.php?section=12 for more details. It is unclear how tutors should relate to such groups.
He described students' skills in terms of fluency with educational technology and degree of independence. The goal state is generally for all students to become independent learners and fluent with educational technologies but students arrive at university at different points in this two dimensional space -see full article at http://www.sigma-cetl.ac.uk/index.php?section=12 for more details. It is unclear how we should cater for such a diversity of learner needs.
He stated that the modern university must: know their students, make its pedagogy explicit, support a variety of learning journeys, adopt appropriate technologies, manage boundaries between these technologies and align policies and practices. Oblinger [4] Blackboard's strategy is to try to bring together the "best of both worlds" in terms of blending the traditional, hierarchical VLE with collaborative communities, whilst catering for some institutions not wishing to provide these new forms of working within their VLE. Communication (e.g. texting) is very important to students;
Books are taking a second place to online services, such as Google and Wikipedia; and, Students want control and choice when using technology.
Dr Creanor described the Saltire Centre (see http://www.gcal.ac.uk/thesaltirecentre and [11]) at her University which uses simple audio-visual signals to encourage learners to distinguish between different types of working environment which cater for diverse learning preferences. Overall, this radical trust of learners has been effective. She stated that the design principles underpinning learning spaces need to be translated into the design of virtual spaces. Dr Creanor felt that the traditional "hands-on" and workshop approaches to staff development were inadequate and suggested that a better solution was to set up a research community, supported by a VRE, that links research, scholarship and professional practice and 
Virtual research environments
A virtual research environment (VRE) comprises a set of online tools (such as shared resources, messages, a discussion board, and wikis) and other network resources and technologies interoperating with each other to support or enhance the processes of a wide range of research practitioners within and across disciplinary and institutional boundaries. A key characteristic of a VRE is that it facilitates collaboration amongst researchers and research teams providing them with more effective means of collaboratively collecting, manipulating and managing data, as well as collaborative knowledge creation.
An example of a VRE is Sakai (see http://www.sakaiproject.org), run by the CARET server at Cambridge and used by TLRP. Moodle can also be used as a VRE as well as a VLE. As for VLEs, VREs require a server to host them. This can be a problem in terms of sustainability for cross-institutional research communities. For instance, a recent successful crossinstitutional mathematics VRE based on Moodle which was described in this newsletter (see [6] ) appears to have encountered this problem.
Box 3 -Virtual research environments

Multi-User Virtual Environments
According to [8] , a Multi-User Virtual Environment (MUVE) is a networked virtual environment which allows its users to: access virtual contexts; interact with digital artefacts; represent themselves with virtual characters called avatars; communicate with other participants; and, take part in experiences incorporating modelling and mentoring similar to those in real world contexts. allows interdisciplinary partnerships based around themes. This is currently being done at her institution through the Caledonian Academy [12] .
